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A Guide to Dead Trees 

Dead trees are vital parts of wildlife habitat providing food and nest sites as they decay and crumble to the ground. 
The stages below have been used to study dead trees in forests in different parts of North America. 
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FIELD SIGN 


LIVE TREE with dead 
and dying branches or 
broken top 


DECAY CLASS 1 


OECAY CLASS 2 


DECAY CLASS 3 


DECAY CUSS 4 


OECAY CLASS 5 


TREE TOP 


• Broken top or dead 
stub on tree too 


• Tree top intact and 
just recently dead 


• Tree top intact 


• Tree top intact 


• Top broken off 


• Top broken to a stub. 

[pee than fi m hiah 


BRANCHES 


• Many or most 
branches still alive 

• About 25% of canopy 
dead 


• Recently dead 

• Fine branches still 
present. 


• Fine branches gone 
Less than half of large 
branches gone 


• More than half of large 
branches gone 


• All large branches gone 


IWj lUOll U 111 Jllgil | 

• All large branches gone 


BARK 


• Bark on trunk intact 

• Bark on branches may 
be dead 


• Bark mostly intact 


• Bark loosening 


• Bark usually falling off 


• Bark nearly gone 


• Bark and wood 
deteriorating 


CAVITY NESTERS 


• Dead sections maybe 
used by cavity nesters 
as per decay class 

• Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker may already 
be nesting in tree 

• Dead parts of tree 
used as drumming and 
display sites for 
woodpeckers 

• Pileated Woodpecker 
can excavate these living 
trees 


• Same as live tree with 
dead top 

• Pileated Woodpecker 

— strong excavator 

— can use this tree 


• Used for nesting and 
foraging sites for strong 
excavators like Pileated 
Woodpecker 


• Nesting site for weaker 
excavators like Downy 
and Hairy Woodpecker 


• Used by weaker 
excavators like the 
Downy Woodpecker for 
nesting sites and then 
by cavity nesters like 
flying squirrels 


• Used by weak 
excavators like 
chickadees as well as 
mice and chipmunks for 
nesting sites 


OTHER WILDLIFE USE 


• Waterfront nesting sites for Osprey, eagles and herons. Tree top perching and hunting sites for sites for ha 

• ,, ea ; k bra " cheS are common Perching sites for birds such as Eastern Phoebe, Acadian Flycatcher and humr 

• Used by herons, raptors and perching birds. Brown Creepers nest and bats roost under loose bark. 


wks, owls and perching bin 
ningbirds. 


js. 



HUlf 1 ? era . h ? ps y °“ see thedifferences in the dead trees around you and learn about their value to wildlife and the forest 
r " 3 WayS W nMtly Int ° Categ0ries such as the ones here - Tree t0 P s - ,or exa niple. often snap off creating a fresh, hard snag with little decay evident 
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